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Total Quality Management (TQM) in the Department of Defense
Colonel Larry E. Feuge U.S. Army IS 14 (Education) 475-9047 ABSTRACT Total Quality Management (TQM) is a body of management theory and practice based upon the fundamental idea that quality products and services can only be produced by quality organizations. Although widely accepted in the private sector, it has a mixed record.
The paper inquires into the applicability of TQM to Department of Defense (DOD) activities considering the inherently more confining environment than that found in the private sector.
The general conclusion is that DOD is in the early phases of a broad evolution in management theory and practice. TQM offers the opportunity for significant improvement but its adaption is destined to be a slow and often painful process.
for failure. Since 1988, implementation of TQM has been a publicly stated top priority of The Department of Defense (DOD) . " Yet, it is obvious that saying so has not made it so. An October 1992 General Accounting Office (GAO) survey of DOD and other federal activities, discovered uneven application. Strikingly, even the organizations considering themselves to be advanced in application, reported, on average, twenty-five percent employee involvement. 5 The goal of this study is to draw general conclusions concerning the suitability of TQM as a management philosophy and set of operating principles for DOD activities.
Information was drawn from a wide variety of sources including books on management theory and practice, professional quality and business journals and general periodicals, interviews with officers of the various military services, and as a "reality check," interviews with key personnel of the Defense Fuel Supply Center (DFSC), an element of the Defense Logistics Agency which is now about eighteen months into an attempt to implement TQM. The resulting correlation and synthesis of information will be presented in the following order: "* Origin, characteristics and theoretical underpinnings of TQM. "* Suitability to various types of endeavors: manufacturing, service, government. "* Applicability in DOD "* TQM at DFSC "• What will the future bring?
2 Imported From Japan but Made in America TQM began to take hold in enclaves in the United States in the late '70s and accelerated in the '80s when it finally became clear that Japan's ability to beat America in the marketplace could not be attributed to "cheap labor."' Japanese products, particularly in the auto, consumer electronics, and optics industries not only were cheaper than their American competition but were also more reliable, more durable and reflected close attention to human engineering. The Japanese went to great lengths to determine what their customers wanted, then provided it. Threatened with the loss of virtually entire industries, the United States went on a "quality kick." American managers logged millions of business-class seat-miles between the U.S. and Japan attempting to understand the "Japanese Miracle." 7 The American management lexicon expanded to include such words and phrases as Quality Circles, Just-in-time, SPC (Statistical Process Control), and Kaizen, the Japanese word that translates roughly as "improvement". In various ways and places, the ideas behind the terms also found their way into American management practices. s
The most shocking and far-reaching discovery, however, was that the Japanese attributed much of their success to two American management theorists and this discovery finally brought W. Edwards Deming and Joseph M. Juran to prominence as prophets in their homeland.! Along with Deming and Juran, a third notable contributor to the quality movement has been Philip B. Crosby who had worked entirely in the U.S." 0 As the quality movement has gained momentum, others have come to prominence. In general, though, their contributions have taken the form of restatement, Just what is this child of many fathers:TQM?
The phrase "Total Quality Management" was coined, not by one of the "Quality Coaches" but by a Department of the Navy behavioral psychologist. 12 (Interestingly, the Navy now terms its quality program "Total Quality Leadership".) Now widely accepted, the term is useful to those with a thorough understanding of quality management but defies definition for a newcomer to the quality conversation. In addition, the neophyte must learn an extensive new vocabulary. Definitions tend to be either multiple paragraphs covering the broad landscape of management thought; or brief, pithy and of no value to anyone who does not already possess a solid fundamental understanding. An example fitting the latter category is: "Involving everyone in an organization in controlling and continuously improving how work is done, in order to meet customer expecta-tions of quality.'0 3 Beyond the fact that TQM represents a revolutionary change in direction of management thought and action, a major barrier to assimilation of the concept is that the new vocabulary consists of old and familiar words used with new meaning. As one executive pointed out, terms such as "cultural change" and "continuous improvement," while accurate descriptors, are difficult to comprehend when first encountered, simply because they condense many ideas and meaning into one or two words. "4
The word "quality" itself, has, in the TQM lexicon, acquired new meaning which varies subtly among prominent authors." 5 Additionally, the concept of TQM goes far beyond simple questions of quality. Don Mizaur, the FQI Director, asserts that TQM is not really about quality but about improvement of underachieving organizations."
Indeed, Conway, Crosby, Deming and Juran, whatever their points of disagreement among themselves, are unanimous in declaring that effective quality management requires a profound change in "management culture."
TQM is a collection of tools, concepts and procedures, which if properly chosen and correctly applied, will result in the optimal operation of a manufacturing or service organization. Its core objective is to provide the organization's customers with completely satisfactory products and/or services the first time, every time.'" Output of such quality can only be achieved by an organization that is thoroughly healthy, enjoying internal teamwork throughout the organization, and in complete control of the processes which bring forth its output. It is the antithesis of Taylorist Scientific Management, changing both the who and how of organizational decision-making."' TQM eschews opinion and visceral impulses as decision-making tools. It relies, instead, on statistical t., s to identify problems and guide the search for solutions.
Where appropriate, it applies statistical process control to establish and maintain control over internal processes." Formalized feedback procedures are used to ensure that operations remain on course and to spot opportunities for improvement. A frequently cited example is the "Plan-Do-Check-Act (PDCA) Cycle," (also known variously as the Deming Cycle or Shewhart Cycle) which supports the goal of continuous, never-ending improvement. 20
Group decision-making is highly valued in the TQM context."' Quality Circles, which hit the U.S. with great splash a decade ago and subsequently withered, largely because they were used as stand-alone worker motivation tools, can be an integral part of a TQM effort.' Process Action Teams (PATs) are also frequently features of TQM initiatives. PATs may be organized for the short-term purpose of accomplishing a special project or solving a single problem or they may remain in existence indefinitely to monitor and improve continuing processes.' PATs are usually multi-functional groups with membership representing all elements having a stake in their decisions.
The same group is likely to include extensive representation from both the vertical and horizontal axes of the organizational chart. In addition to attacking particular problems and processes, PATs and similar groups perform the general function of helping to eliminate organizational barriers and facilitate communication. 2 4 Empowerment is an important, but easily misunderstood TQM concept. It is not to be confused with anarchy in the workplace or abdication of management responsibili-6 ty. Under TQM, employees remain fully accountable and are provided the training and the tools to make competent decisions governing their work. Through indoctrination in the organization's strategic vision and culture, they are encouraged to make decisions consistent with quality output. 25 Success of empowerment requires a high degree of reciprocal trust between workers and managers and a somewhat nontraditional concept of discipline. General John Yeosock, when commanding the 1st Cavalry Division, often described discipline as "Doing the right thing, even when no one is looking." Empowerment demands a culture with this kind of discipline. In effect, the worker is faced, not with a supervisor making periodic checks, but with the supervisor inside himself, who is always on the job.
The Quality Coaches identified by FQI are unanimous in their assertions that TQM cannot get off the ground in an organization without firm support of top management•' Without continued dedication and commitment, TQM will wither and die.
They are as staunchly unanimous in their defense of the American worker, insisting that the worker has been the scapegoat for the failures of management. Dr. W. Edwards
Deming asserts that, on average, eighty-five percent of the problems in an organization spring from the system, which is management's responsibility." As he and others have frequently pointed out, nonsupervisory employees work in the system; management people work on the system. Anyone who has ever been frustrated by the inconsistencies and inefficiencies of traditional bureaucracies is likely to feel a sense of liberation upon reading any of several excellent TQM references available. The overenthusiastic reader must, however, Yet another basic tenet is that of continuous improvement, the combination of steady refinement combined with technical innovation in an ever ascending spiral of better quality. 32 It must be a continuous journey.
Finally, TQM is not a "one-size-fits-all" system, and it is no cookbook. It must be tailored to the objective organization. 33 One of Western management's failures, according to Dr. Deming, is its search for examples as a route to success.' Attempting to follow another's example, he says. without understanding the underpinning theory will inevitably lead to disappointment. Each organization is unique (as is each person) and each must choose its unique way to pursue improvement. What works at one time and place may be totally wrong elsewhere. An example is the adaption in this country of specific techniques used in Japan, such as "Quality Circles" and "Kanban" (just-intime delivery) with great fanfare.., and their subsequent demise as the Hawthorne Similar to physicians who practice "defensive medicine," managers and commanders in DOD often find it advisable to practice "defensive management." Tending to fires and avoiding negative consequences often overwhehns tendencies to seek improvement. Relatively brief tenure of commanders and senior managers is even more magnified in DOD than in private industry and therefore the urge to take the short-term "not-on-my watch" view is even more likely to exist. The commander or agency head who sets out to institute TQM charts for himself or herself a difficult course with 10 uncertain prospects of success.
If, as Deming suggests, the system is the cause of eighty-five percent of organizational problems, the system is clearly the place to start in order to get the most benefit of improvement. A DOD manager who wishes to bring about fundamental, positive change in his organization must first assess how much of the system he can control. He will surely discover that he can fix considerably less than eighty-five percent of the problems without outside help.
Currently, with DOD being shrunk, restructured and partially dismantled, the progressive manager faces an additional bundle of disincentives for experimentation.
The impulse to resist change, present in every bureaucracy, is exaggerated during a time of turmoil and great insecurity. The "Oh, what's the use" syndrome is an everpresent threat and there are numerous examples to support one who is inclined to adopt such an attitude. The agonizingly difficult and finally successful effort of instituting TQM at Alameda Naval Air Station, for example, was rewarded by closing the facility.
Still, despite the disincentives, DOD is full of people who naturally seek excellence and it has more than its share of managers and commanders who regard good work as its own reward.
Total Quality Management at Defense Fuel Supply Center (DFSC)
DFSC was chosen for inclusion in this study because it is currently pursuing a vigorous attempt to implement TQM and being headquartered locally, provided opportunities for direct observation and conversation with key managers. Initially attempting to take on large projects, the "student PATs" quickly learned that they weren't through with school until they had completed their project. They have since tended to choose projects which they could reasonably complete in one week.'
The comprehensive strategic plan is nearing completion. To the bones of the There is, however, room for optimism. There is a growing number of middle and senior managers who have adopted the sincere belief that TQM can and should make a positive difference. Familiarity with the "tools of the trade" is becoming more pervasive and as successful projects accumulate they give rise to new possibilities; the process has begun to feed on itself. The organization appears to be positioning itself so that it will be able to take on high-risk, high-dollar projects with far-reaching implications for the future. They appear to be approaching Deming's critical mass.
What of the future? The short answer is that its too early to tell. To some extent, DFSC, like the rest of the defense establishment remains hostage to forces of change beyond its control. At the very minimum, the intense scrutiny of internal processes they have executed will permit better decisions in the face of change, whatever its forms. There is no doubt that internal communication has improved and -. higher degree of cross-functional expertise has developed. 47 These too, are significant new strengths. The key element of unpredictability remains the leadership. General Bliss will leave for another assignment this June. There is no guarantee that the next commander will approach TQM with the same sense of commitment. Senior DFSC officials, however, have learned that the commander-designee is an Air Force general with experience in the Air Force Logistics Command. This suggests, at a minimum, "19 that he will have had a great deal more exposure to the concept than General Bliss did when he arrived.
"TQM, What's That?"
Observation of the ongoing attempt to implement TQM at DFSC reinforces the impression gleaned from other sources, that TQM, as a separate management system, may be destined for the "junk-heap" of history. Management students of the future are likely to see it as a footnote in their texts, probably somewhere in the vicinity of Scientific Management. Why? Because it will likely have been assimilated into management thinking to the point that it will have lost its identity as a separate concept. The last two decades of the twentieth century, "The Age of TQM", may well be looked back on as a transitional period between the industrial age and whatever we will finally come to label its successor. TQM, in such an eventuality, will probably be regarded as the shorthand identifier for the collection of theory and resulting experimentation designed to transition managerially to the new age.
A great weakness of TQM aside from its lack of definitive precision, is that it rolls so easily off the tongue and too many people think because they can say it, they understand it. Their first impulse is to fit into the same category as other "programs"
that have come along periodically, caused great excitement, and disappeared. Until this barrier of preconception can be pierced, TQM will have rough going.
Beyond convincing people that TQM is worthwhile lies the formidable task of teaching them how. The concepts require fundamental reorientation of thought, 20 something that not all people are capable of. As Dr. Deming has often said, "Doing one's best is not enough, it is first necessary to kno what to do."
In both the private sector and in government we are on the ascending arc of the TQM learning curve. The concept itself continues to evolve and is continually being enriched both by its successes and its failures. Wide acceptance in industry will support its widening acceptance in government. Business schools are beginning to move into research on and teaching of its principles. Successful managers and commanders of the future are likely to be doing TQM but they will probably be thinking of it simply as Demine's Fourteen Points for management in Out of the Crisis, Deming says, =The 14 points are the basis for transformation of American industry. It will not suffice to solve problems big or little.
Adoption and action on the 14 points are a signal that the management intend to stay in business and aim to protect investors and jobs. Such a system formed the basis for lessons for top management in Japan in 1950 and in subsequent years.0
